Nest site selection is a frequent context for decision making in ants, but little is known of the criteria used to make a choice. We tested the nest site preferences of Leptothorax curvispinosus, both by measuring hollow acorn nests occupied in nature, and by inducing laboratory colonies to choose between artificial nests of different design. Three criteria were examined. (1) Entrance size: the ants preferred small entrance holes, presumably for their greater defensibility and crypsis. Natural nest entrances were small, and 52% of them were reduced still further by the addition of rims of soil and leaf litter. In choice tests, colonies selected nest entrances near the median size of rimmed natural holes, rejecting those near the larger end of the distribution of raw natural holes. (2) Cavity volume: acorn cavity volume was weakly correlated with the size of the occupying colony. In choice tests, colonies rejected cavities near the median size of natural nests, preferring instead larger cavities near the upper end of the natural size distribution. This may reflect active size matching of colonies to nests, because the colonies used in the choice test were bigger than those from the natural nest sample. Alternatively, all colonies may prefer big nests, but face limited availability of large cavities in nature. (3) Cavity shape: colonies preferred shapes roughly similar to that of an acorn interior, rejecting thin crevices in favour of compact, high-ceilinged cavities.
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Behavioural ecologists commonly interpret the ultimate causes of behaviour in terms of decision making, with animals expected to adopt the fitness-maximizing course of action in any given situation (Krebs & Kacelnik 1991) . However, the proximate mechanisms underlying particular decisions are generally not well understood. This is particularly true for nest site selection, because it is difficult to identify the factors that influence an animal's choice. Descriptions of nest sites are abundant for several taxa, and many studies have inferred preferences by comparing the sites used for nesting with others sampled at random (e.g. Among ants, the high frequency of colony emigration makes nest site choice a crucial problem (Smallwood 1982; Hölldobler & Wilson 1990) . Effective decision making is especially important to those species inhabiting fragile, preformed cavities, such as hollow twigs or seed husks. Unlike ants that build their own nests, cavity dwellers face restricted opportunities for nest improvement. If the cavity is damaged or its capacities are outstripped by colony growth, the ants must find a better nest, rather than repairing or enlarging the old one. These constraints make cavity dwellers a promising subject in which to determine how emigrating colonies evaluate prospective sites. We initiated such a study by examining the nest site preferences of Leptothorax curvispinosus.
The small colonies of L. curvispinosus (fewer than 500 workers) typically live in hollow acorns or other nuts, with entrances provided by the exit holes of seed-eating insects (Headley 1943; Creighton 1950 
